Deaths by poisoning in New Zealand, 2008-2013.
Introduction: While a number of developed countries have witnessed a decline in carbon monoxide (CO) deaths and increasing numbers of opioid-related fatalities, it is not known whether these or other trends have occurred in New Zealand. The aim of this study was, therefore, to review deaths due to poisoning in New Zealand, describe the causative substances, and identify any trends. Methods: Retrospective study reviewing New Zealand's poison-related death findings recorded in the National Coronial Information System (NCIS) database over the 6-year period 2008-2013. Results: We identified 1402 poisoning-related deaths recorded in the NCIS database representing a mortality rate of 5.4 deaths/100,000 population per year. The mortality rate due to poisoning was higher in males (6.96/100,000) than females (3.83/100,000). Fatalities peaked in the 40-50-year age group with the highest proportion of intentional deaths occurring in people aged 80-90 years. Pharmaceuticals accounted for 731 fatalities (52%) and chemicals 431 (31%), with multiple exposures occurring in 399 cases (28.5%). While CO was the leading cause of death throughout the period (n = 303, 21.6%), there was a significant reduction in the rate of CO fatalities from 1.69/100,000 population in 2008 to 0.94/100,000 in 2013 (IRR (95% CI) 2013/2008 0.56 (0.37-0.83)). There was, however, no statistically significant change in either the opioid-related death rate or the total number of deaths. Methadone was the leading pharmaceutical cause of fatality and the third most common cause overall, followed by morphine and codeine, with zopiclone and clozapine equally ranked as the sixth most common cause. Conclusion: While New Zealand has not suffered an "opioid epidemic" and has experienced a significant decline in CO deaths, the overall death rate due to poisoning has remained high. The development of accessible, timely, and relevant toxicovigilance systems would support the early implementation of interventions to reduce the leading causes of fatal poisoning.